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"For this cause a man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave to his 

wife; and  they shall become one flesh," (Gen. 2:24). 

 

“[God] will give you all you need from day to day if you live for him and make the 

Kingdom of God your primary concern” (Matthew 6:33, NLT). 

 

"One thing we failed to do in our marriage:  We didn't protect ourselves from our 

children, from my parents, or from his job.  We didn't have any boundaries to protect 

each other from the rest of the world.  I think that was the biggest problem that finally 

sunk our marital ship."  (A divorcee.) 

 

If you did the homework assignment from the previous chapter, you now have a small 

snapshot of your life.  If you really got into the project, you probably have a small 

example of how complex you are.  When two people marry, they represent two 

enormously complex beings, making promises to “love, honor, cherish, obey” etc., until 

death parts them.  In order to help couples achieve that lofty objective, this chapter will 

provide insight into some insights from the field of family systems theory ~ specifically, 

the field of “structuralism.”  This chapter is about creating a healthy family structure.  

Although that term may not mean much at this moment, by the time you reach the end of 

this chapter it will probably make more sense.  Hopefully, you’ll see the value of it.   

 

In this chapter you’ll be introduced to terms like “boundaries” and “sub-systems.”  The 

chapter is intended to provide a way of protecting the husband/wife relationship, 

recognizing when others outside that relationship are having an inappropriate amount of 

influence, and what to do about it.  The chapter could tend to become a little on the 

“theoretical” side, so short hypothetical case study examples will be added, to flesh out 

some of the theory. 

 

I.  THREE FAMILY SUB-SYSTEMS  

 

In order to gain a very preliminary and basic understanding of what will be discussed in 

this chapter, a diagram is presented for your study.  A few terms will be used which might 

be new to you, but as you learn to use them they’ll help guide you within an 

understanding of your own marriage, family, and extended family.  In this diagram 
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(below) letter "A" represents the the Primary Family Sub-System.  Letter "B" represents 

the Spousal Sub-System, sometimes also referred to as the Parental Sub-System.  Letter 

"C" represents the Children’s Sub-System.  Each of these sub-systems has its own traits 

and boundaries. 

 

Take a few moments and study this diagram.  It’s a big like an egg.  There’s a shell 

around it and then like an egg, inside the shell there are two distinct components.  Like an 

egg, if the “yolk” loses its identity and becomes all “white” then there’s a problem.  The 

other problem would be for the “white” to lose its identity and become all “yolk.”  Both 

need to maintain their separate identities in order for the egg to function. 

 

The Three Major Pieces Of A Primary Family System 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram 1 

 

 

 A.  The Primary Family Sub-System 

 

For the moment we’re going to define “primary family” as being father, mother, and 

children.  We’ll bring other relatives into the discussion later.  People like grandparents, 

uncles, aunts, cousins, and mom’s and dad’s siblings, fit into a category we’ll identify as 

“secondary family.”  They’re important, but they’re not “primary family.”  For sake of 

understanding how families function, we need to understand the shell, yolk and white of 

the primary family.   

 

Nick and Sandy were married when they were 22.  When they were 24 they had their first 

son, Jake.  When they were 26 they had a daughter, Connie.  Nick, Sandy, Jake and 

Connie are the “Primary Family” sub-system, represented by Letter A in Diagram I.    

Everyone else is outside ~ uncles, aunts, grandparents, cousins ~ they’re all related, but 

 

 

 

A 

 

             B 

Nick           Sandy 

 

              C 

Jake            Connie 
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none are inside the “Primary Family.” 

 

The concept of a “Primary Family” is actually seen within scripture.  Genesis 2:23-25  

reflects the moment after God had created man and wife.  The text says, "At last!" Adam 

exclaimed. "She is part of my own flesh and bone! She will be called 'woman,' because 

she was taken out of a man."  This explains why a man leaves his father and mother 

and is joined to his wife, and the two are united into one (NLT).  

 

When Nick and Sandy were married, they both left their parents’ homes and formed a 

new household.  When a man and woman leave their parents’ home to marry, it’s not 

because they wish to show any disrespect for their parents.  It’s because God created in 

them a desire to start their own family system.  Hopefully, as they left home to marry, 

neither Nick nor Sandy carried with them a whole lot of unfinished emotional baggage 

from their parent’s home, also known as their “family-of-origin.”   

 

We’ll use the circle with the letter “A” to represent their new union.  While the influence 

of their parents will never be completely removed from this circle, yet neither are either 

Nick’s or Sandy’s parents inside the circle.  Nick and Sandy have left home and have 

joined together. 

 

In the field of counseling, one of the more common problems in marriages occurs when a 

spouse doesn’t really “leave home.”  They may leave home physically, but there’s still 

such a strong bond between one spouse and their parents, that their own spouse ends up 

playing second fiddle behind the other person’s mom or dad.  For example, if Sandy 

maintains a super-super close tie with her mother, and doesn’t place Nick first in her life, 

then it’s very possible for Sandy’s mom, in a practical way of speaking, to creep inside 

the “Primary Family.”   

 

Naturally, this will be a problem for Nick.  Something that many married people often 

miss is that if it’s a problem for one spouse, it’s also a marital problem, because anything 

that comes between husband and wife is a marital problem, even if it’s the wife’s mother 

(or the husband’s mother, or father, etc.).   

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

What was it like for you to leave your family-of-origin and marry your spouse?   

Was the leaving easy or hard? 

 Easy              Hard 

 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1   

 

 Who was it hardest for ~ yourself or your parents?   

 

 If it was hardest for yourself, why? 

 

If if was hardest for your parents, which parent, and why?   
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Within the Primary Family there’s room for only three entities:  One father, one mother, 

and the children.  This doesn’t mean that grandparents, uncles and aunts are all written off 

as not being part of the family system.  But they’re not inside the circle represented by 

letter “A.”   

 

Inside “A” there are two other circles representing two different “sub-systems.”  Let’s 

look at them one at a time. 

 

 B.  The Spousal Sub-System 

 

1.  Authority 

 

Letter “B” represents the Spousal Sub-System, sometimes also called the Parental Sub-

System, sometimes also called the Executive Sub-System.  Inside this system there are 

only two people ~ mother, and father.  These two people function together as the 

executive team that make the strategic decisions for the Primary Family Sub-System.   

That’s a flowery way of saying, “What mom and dad say, goes.”   

 

A special note must be made for single parents.  If the family is a single-parent family 

system, then the Executive Sub-system is the single parent.  As will be seen as this course 

continues, having a child join a parent in the Executive Sub-system becomes detrimental 

to the child’s growth and development, and eventually can cause problems for other 

siblings in the system.  

 

To make things a little easier we’ll use abbreviations.  From now on the Spousal Sub-

System or Executive Sub-system, will be called “Mom and Dad,”  or the “Mom and Dad 

System.”  (Single parents, call it the Mom system, or the Dad system.)  Just remember, 

Mom and Dad have a special circle of their own ~ it’s a unique place within the Primary 

Family, and nobody else should be given too much authority to function inside their 

space.  They are responsible for their families.  The buck stops with the Mom/Dad 

system. 

 

In our case study, Nick and Sandy are Mom and Dad.  They call the shots in their 

marriage and in their child-rearing.  If Sandy’s mother attempts to jump in and direct 

traffic, she’s out of line and Sandy will need to gently escort her out of the Mom and Dad 

System.  Authority within the Primary Family system, resides in the hands of Mom and 

Dad. 

 

  2.  Boundaries  

 

One of the tasks that Mom and Dad have to accomplish is to make sure that the 

“boundaries” of their “system” or their special place are thick enough so that nobody 

else has the ability to walk in and jerk them around.  Nick and Sandy need to protect each 

other and support each other.  This is their turf, and they both need to be watchful that 
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nobody else starts homesteading on their turf.  Anybody else inside their sub-system is a 

threat.  And there will likely be people along the way who will try to homestead. 

 

The Bible verse quoted above has two components that are essential to successful and 

happy family functioning.  Those two words are, "leave," and "join."  This implies 

boundaries with one's family-of-origin ~ leaving one’s Mom and Dad ~ joining with 

one’s own spouse ~ and forming one’s own Mom and Dad System.  Leaving, joining.   

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

Do you know of a family system in which someone other than Mom and Dad has  

taken up residence within the Spousal Sub-System?  What symptoms of family 

unhealth would you expect?  What symptoms do you see? 

 

One of the most moving love stories ever written is a book based upon the true life story 

of an English couple.  The name of the book is, “A Severe Mercy,” authored by Sheldon 

Vanauken.  It describes a couple so much in love that at times it seemed they could read 

one another’s minds.  One facet of their story involves their creating what they called, 

“The Shining Barrier.”  It was a “boundary” which they established around their Spousal 

Sub-system ~ around their marriage ~ their “Mom and Dad system” ~ inside of  which 

they allowed no one else.  If you haven’t read this book it’s very much worth reading, 

even if you have to track it down on Amazon.  It’s a very moving love story and provides 

a clear snap-shot of the Spousal Sub-System. 

 

  3.  Triangles  

 

Triangles are dangerous to marital relationships.  Triangles are formed, for example, 

when Sandy has a problem with Nick but rather than talking with Nick about the 

problem, Sandy dumps it all to Pat.  Relational health occurs when Sandy takes the 

problem directly to Nick.  A triangle is formed when Sandy takes the problem to Pat.   

 

Triangling “insider information” from within the Mom and Dad system, with someone 

outside that system, is dangerous to the system itself.  When people have affairs it’s 

usually because someone triangled insider information to some ready-and-listening ear, 

an ear that should never have heard the stuff in the first place.   

 

When parents use their kids as weapons against one another, the kids become triangled 

into the Mom and Dad System.  When a wife tells cruddy stories about her husband to her 

mother or father, there’s one too many people in the Mom and Dad System.  Within their 

Mom and Dad sub-system both Nick and Sandy need to encourage and protect one 

another, because there will always be someone trying to crash their gates.   

 

Nick and Sandy need to establish boundaries so that nobody else can have an 

overpowering influence upon them.  If anyone other than Nick and Sandy are able to 
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somehow join with Nick against Sandy, or with Sandy against Nick, it’s a “triangle,” and 

triangles are usually harmful to marriages. 

 

If a triangle is formed between Sandy and her mother, against Nick, it’s called a “Cross 

Generational Coalition.”  That is, we now see two generations linking up to form a 

power block against Nick.  If Nick were to form a triangle with his adolescent son Jake 

against his wife Sandy, that too is a “Cross Generational Coalition.”  It may sound 

elementary and perhaps a bit silly, but Cross Generational Coalitions cause thousands of 

divorces every year.  The reader is encouraged to not take this marital “structure” lesson 

lightly. 

 

The objective of forming “triangles” is usually to gain power.  Somehow, someone needs 

a two-to-one advantage in order to make their point, or win their argument.  Triangles 

will  be studied at greater length in later chapters.      

 

  4.  Primacy  

 

In case you missed the point, the Spousal Sub-System or the “Mom and Dad System” is 

THE PRIMARY UNIT of the family system.  If this sub-system gets into trouble, then the rest 

of the family will be affected.  If the relationship between Nick and Sandy is hurting, then 

their pain is somehow going to “leak” into their children’s lives.  Unresolved conflicts 

and problems between Mom and Dad almost always become family system problems.   

 

Salvadore Minuchin (1981), one of the fathers in the field of Family Therapy wrote, "If 

there is any major dysfunction within the spousal sub-system, this will reverberate 

throughout the family."  That is to say, if Nick and Sandy are at odds with each other, 

then their kids Jake and Connie are almost certainly going to experience the result.   

 

Among other problems, Nick and Sandy’s unfinished business will become part of how 

Jake and Connie define “normal.”  Then when they grow up and marry, Jake and Connie 

will very likely attempt to recreate their own marriages based upon the definition of 

“normal” they experienced growing up with Jick and Sandy.  The point here, is that 

whatever happens in the Mom and Dad sub-system, is going to reverberate within the 

entire family system. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

 Is it always true that unresolved conflicts or problems in in the Spousal Sub 

 System result in reverberations within the Primary Family System?  Talk about it. 

 

 What have you learned in your adult years that defines “normal” differently than 

that which you learned about “normal” when you were a child in your parents’  

home?   

 

How is your life influenced by events that reverberated throughout your childhood  
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family system? 

 

  5.  Children’s Identity Formation 

 

God made men and women differently.  We’re not only different in muscle/bone structure 

and “plumbing.”  We’re different right down to the way we form our self-identities.  This 

becomes important information as we look at how Nick and Sandy became who they are 

as adults.  World renown developmental psychologist, Jean Piaget (“The Moral 

Development of the Child,” 1965, The Free Press, N.Y.) watched little boys playing 

games, and noted the male tendency to achieve identity through a) creation of systems 

with structures, and then b) competition within these structures.   

 

That’s a fancy way of saying that Nick may be more prone than Sandy, to allow his job to 

slip into the Mom and Dad System.  It’s not necessarily because Nicks ego is out of 

control ~ it’s at least partially because that’s how men gain a sense of who they are as 

men.  They create systems that have structure, and then they compete within those 

systems.  If Nick’s not careful, Sandy might one day find there’s a “third party” in the 

Mom and Dad System.  That third party might be Nick’s job.  This is a tendency which 

both Nick and Sandy will need to monitor.  Noting this difference between males and 

females, Nick might even suggest that Sandy monitor his commitment to her and to his 

family, as contrasted with his commitment to his career. 

 

Piaget watched little girls at play, and noted the female tendency to achieve identity 

through relational connection.  Again, it’s a fancy way of saying that Sandy may be more 

prone to allowing her connection with her kids, to slip into the Mom and Dad System.  If 

this happens, then Nick may find a “third party” in the Mom and Dad System, and that 

third party will likely be the kids.  Women are more prone to pouring their “all” into their 

kids, sometimes at cost of attention to their husbands.   Noting this difference between 

males and females, Sandy might even suggest that Nick monitor her commitment to him 

as contrasted with her commitment to their kids. 

 

And so we see that it’s not only other people like grandparents or children who threaten 

to homestead in the Mom and Dad System.  Intruders can include careers, service at 

church, social climbing activities, working out at a health club, or hobbies such as golf.   

 

  6.  Children’s Self-Esteem 

 

It is from within the Mom and Dad System that children gain their primary sense of   

identity and self-esteem.  Minuchin (1981) wrote: 

 "Here the child learns what to expect from people who have greater   

 resources and strengths.  She learns to think of authority as rational, or as   

 arbitrary.  She learns whether her needs will be supported and she learns   

 the most effective ways of communicating what she wants within her own   

 family's style.  Her sense of adequacy is shaped by how her elders respond   

 to her and by whether this response is age-appropriate.  She learns which   
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 behaviors are rewarded and which are discouraged.  Finally, within the   

 parent sub-system, the child experiences her family's style of dealing with   

 conflict and negotiation," (p.18). 

 

The children’s sense of identity and self-esteem are direct products of how things are 

going between Mom and Dad.  This is why it’s often said that the best gift a man can give 

his kids, is to love his wife.  If Nick gets so wrapped up in his job that he doesn’t have 

much time for Sandy and the kids, then the kids are likely to pay for it in terms of shakey 

identity and low self-esteem.  If Sandy’s mother is triangled into ruling the roost, then the 

kids are going to observe Nick’s diminished value and in the end, they will very possibly 

pay for it in their future marital relationships.  If Nick has an affair, the kids are going to 

observe his betrayal, and they will likely pay for it as they make future marital 

attachments.  This section deals with the Children’s Sub-system, and it’s important to 

note that triangles formed in the Mom and Dad system, have consequences in the 

Children’s system.  And usually, those consequences involve some aspect of the 

children’s identities and self-esteem.   

 

In another chapter we’ll spend more time studying the development of self-esteem in 

children.  For purposes of this current chapter, the point is that kids’ self-esteem and 

identities, are preliminarily formed and maintained in the Mom and Dad system. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

 Can you recall any stories from your own life, regarding how things that happened 

 in your parents’ Mom and Dad system, affected your identity or your self-esteem? 

 What “trickle-down” impact did mom and dad have, simply by virtue of their 

 structural position in the family?   

 

  7.  Children’s Emotional Health or Pathology 

 

By now you have seen that family health, and family pathology, both flow from the 

relationship between Mom and Dad ~  values like honesty, integrity, gentleness, humility, 

patience and trust start at the top and flow downward.  And from the same Mom and Dad 

sub-system also flow dysfunctional roles: The Scapegoat; 2) the Hero (often the oldest 

child); 3) the "Lost Child;" and 4) the Rebel.  Either way, children’s values and identidies 

are generated from within the Mom and Dad System.   

 

  8.  Two-parent Parenting 

 

It is important to the development of a child that both parents be emotionally available to 

and involved with the child.  It’s not appropriate for Nick to leave all the parenting on 

Sandy’s shoulders while he’s off building his career, playing golf and hunting.  Nor is it 

appropriate for Sandy to leave the kids for Nick to raise while she’s out building her own 

career or saving whales.  God gave two parents to kids, and kids need both parents. 
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Children learn primarily appropriate gender role modeling from the same-sex parent.  

Jake learns what it means to be a man by observing Nick.  Connie learns what it means to 

be a woman from observing Sandy.   

 

From the opposite sex parent the child learns many basic marital values and skills.  

Connie learns how a husband and a dad function through her relationship with Nick.  Jake 

learns how a wife and a mother function through his relationship with Sandy.  If either 

Nick or Sandy become physically or emotionally unavailable, then Jake and Connie are 

going to pay the freight.   

 

This is so basic to family success that most court systems structure ongoing parental 

contact from both Mom and Dad after divorce.  Most often today, divorce courts grant 

both parents equal access to the children.  To some parents’ great consternation, their 

children are allowed equal access even to an ex-spouse having an open affair, or a gay 

relationship.  That is to say, the court system in America generally recognizes that kids 

need both parents’ involvement in their lives.  Kids’ identities are formed through 

relationships with both parents, and this is as true in single-parent homes as it is in dual 

parent homes. 

 

If it is not possible for a child to have a relationship with one parent, it is important for 

the other parent to work at identifying healthy role models for the child to observe.  It 

could be a coach, a next door neighbor, a teacher, an uncle, aunt, or a family friend.  But 

as we develop the notion of family “structure” in this chapter, it’s important to note the 

significance of both male and female adult input into a child’s life. 

 

C.  The Sibling Sub-System 

 

Siblings usually form a child's first peer group.  Jake and Connie will transmit much of 

themselves to one another through their early years with one another.  In families with 

many children, siblings often organize themselves into a variety of sub-systems, 

according to their respective developmental stages and the demands of the family system.   

 

For example, in one famly, Mom and Dad had two complete sets of kids ~ one set was 

pretty much born and raised before the second set was conceived.  So the younger two 

kids have siblings that are about 15 years older than they ~ meaning this family has two 

complete sets of “first” and “second” children.  In another family, nine kids were born 

within 12 years.  Each family’s Sibling Sub-System will be different. 

 

It’s therefore important for parents to understand that excessive and ongoing conflict 

within the Sibling Sub-System almost always reflect  parents who are not helping the 

children learn conflict resolution skills.  Sibling rivalry is on the one hand a normal 

dynamic of family systems.  All kids get into tiffs with their siblings.  Yet sibling rivalry 

can be converted into learning situations and into sibling support, if both Mom and Dad 

become involved in helping shape, govern and lead the Sibling Sub-System. 
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[Note:  From this point forward we’ll refer to the “Kid System” rather than using the 

more formal term, Sibling Sub-System.] 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

 In your family-of-origin, was there much sibling rivalry?   

 Yes, lots            No, not much 

 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

 

 What influence from your mother and father, led you to circle the number you just  

             circled? 

 

 1.  Healthy Functioning 

 

In healthy families, adults are adults and kids are kids.  When kids grow up they leave 

home and form their own families.  Until they leave, the parents are the ones who make 

primary decisions for the family.  When kids get into spats with one another, one of the 

parents steps in, helps the kids deal with the issues, and restores order.  The children are 

given sufficient parental time, love, personal attention, and boundaries that they know 

they’re loved yet also know what’s expected of them.   

 

While there’s much more that could be written about healthy family functioning, from a 

“structural” perspective families are most healthy when Mom and Dad function within 

the Mom and Dad system, and kids function with in the Kids system.  It’s a bit like 

pulling a chain ~ when one pulls from the front, all the other links line up. 

 

 2.  Cross-Generational Concerns 

 

Nature abhors a vacuum.  This is just as true in family systems as it is in physics.  In the 

discussion of family systems this means that if the Mom and Dad System is weak or 

dysfunctional, the Kid System will likely attempt to fill in the cracks.  In difficult family 

systems children often become over-responsible, sometimes going as far as filling in for 

absent or incompetent parents.   

 

In severe cases children will actually step in and function as parents.  Sometimes it’s in 

order to hold the family system together; sometimes because there’s a vacuum and the 

child sees an opportunity to gain power.  In one case for example, the father was a severe 

alcoholic and was sexually abusing the children.  The mother was emotionally weak and 

often physically ill.  So the oldest child, a daughter, stepped in to become the “mother” 

and “wife” to the family, functioning as “mother” to everyone in the family, and as “wife” 

to her abusive father.  She chose the latter role in an attempt to protect her female siblings 

from her father’s sexual abuse.  In another situation, the father was a traveling salesman, 

regularly gone from four days to two weeks, back to back.  In this case the oldest son 

stepped into the Mom and Dad system, assuming the role of father.  There was no sexual 
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activity between mother and son, but the oldest boy became responsible for guiding and 

disciplining his younger siblings.   

 

The move from the Kid System up into the Mom and Dad System represents a cross-

generational move, and is diagramed as follows.  Notice the distance between mother and 

father.  This distance represents a vacuum.  It is into this vacuum that one of the children 

rises, whether to be of help or to exercise parental power.  Whatever the reason for it 

happening, in this cross-generational shift the child is allowed up into the Mom and Dad 

system, being given either covert or overt adult responsibility.  

 

Child Leaving Sibling Sub-System, Entering Spousal Sub-System 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram 2 

 

Naturally such a move up into the Mom and Dad System does damage to the kids as they 

1) have to assume greater responsility than they are capable of handling, and 2) are 

allowed to wield greater authority than they ought to have since they’re still part of the 

Kid System.  Many children actually give up their childhoods in order to rescue their 

families from the lack of parental guidance and support.  In one situation a mother died, 

leaving the children with an alcoholic father.  A fourteen-year-old daughter stepped into 

the vacuum, doing the family’s cooking, house cleaning, laundry, and providing 

emotional nurturing of her siblings.   

 

One might praise this young girl for her self-sacrifice, and she stepped into the vacuum 

willingly.  Yet when she was 55 years old she moved far away from her children and 

grand-children, saying that she was tired of being a mom.  When she was 75 she still 

grieved the childhood she lost when she was 14.  No matter why kids end up in the Mom 

and Dad system, it’s unhealthy for the kids.  

 

Such a move also damages the Kid System.  It elevates one child above the others, 

thereby often causing resentment.  To catch a clear snapshot one need only read the story 

of Joseph in Genesis 37:1-36, and watch how elevating one child’s value above another 

 

Dad                               Mom 
Child E 

 

 

Child F 
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damaged the Kid System.  As one reads that story one wonders about the stability and 

health of the Mom and Dad System.  

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

 Were any children in your family system placed in a position of elevation above 

 the others?  If so, what were the circumstances ~ how did this happen? 

 

 What was the impact upon your parents’ relationship when this happened? 

 

 What was the impact upon your Kid sub-system? 

 

When a child has sufficient power to ignore or rebel against the wishes of one parent, 

Family Systems theory talks about the child “standing on the other parent’s shoulders.”  

When children are able to rebel against one or both parents, the first place therapists 

begin snooping is whether or not the child is receiving covert support from the other 

parent.  For example, in one family the kids knew that even if mom blew up and 

screamed and threatened, she’d never do anything to make them obey because dad didn’t 

support her.  Upon examination it was found that dad was in a power-struggle with mom 

and covertly supported the kids’ disobedience because it destabilized mom’s power  

thereby making dad more powerful.  In the end, of course, it’s usually the kids who pay 

the price of parental dysfunction.   

 

When parents work together and play off the same page, kids have much less ability to 

disobey.  In fact, it is very difficult for a child to withstand the combined instruction, 

insistent will, and coordinated efforts of both parents when they work side by side, 

support each other, and have the same goals and objectives. 

 

Remember the phrase, “Cross Generational Coalition?”  When a child stands on a 

parents’ shoulders we’re seeing one form of a Cross Generational Coalition.  It’s a 

triangle involving two different generations.  In order for this to happen the boundary 

between the Mom and Dad System and the Kid System has almost certainly been 

weakened.  When this happens the family system is realigned.  It’s as normal as apple pie 

for children to attempt to triangle with one parent versus the other.  But when Cross-

Generational boundaries are breached, something more serious is usually happening.   

 

II.  COUNTING FAMILY CONNECTIONS 

 

Generally, as Mom and Dad have a good relationship with each other, are mutually 

supportive, don't undercut each other, avoid triangling with kids against spouse, etc., 

family systems tend to function fairly well.  Yet as families grow, with each additional 

child the system becomes more complex.   
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To understand the complexity of relational systems, Diagram III is provided below.  To 

understand this diagram, start with the “First Born” and count the number of individuals 

in the system.  There are three people.   

 

Now look at the number of “Dyads” or “Two-person” relationships in that system.  There 

are three dyads:  Mother/Father, Mother/Child, Father/Child.  Now look at the number of 

“Triads” or “Three-person” relationships in the system.  There’s only one.  It’s 

Father/Mother/Child. 

 

Now look at what happens when there are two children in the family.  There’s a total of 

four people, but six Dyads, and there are now six  potential Triads ~ six potential ways of 

two or more people forming power coalitions against others. 

 

This is all simple math, but what one begins to realize in this diagram is the increasing 

complexity of relationships within family systems as the number of people increases.  

Some parents say, “But all our kids grew up in the same family.”  Such is not the case.  

Families are not the same as they grow in size. 

  

 

Counting The Number Of Relationships 

 ____________________________________________________________ 

 

   First Born Second Born Third Born Fourth Born  

 

 Individuals   3  4  5  6 

 In System (Dad, Mom, Child) 

 

 Dyads   3  6  10  14 
 (Two-person relationships) 

 

 Triads   1  5  10  20 
 (Three-person relationships) 

 

            

 Total Functional 7  14  25  40 

 Units 

Diagram 3 

 

 

When looking at a familiy system through this diagram it is not difficult to see that each 

child in the system has a different experience of “family.”  And if it seems complex to 

calculate a three or four-child system, think of the complexity when extended family 

members are included in these calculations ~ grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, etc.  

It’s no wonder that the larger the group, the more political it is likely to become. 
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As parents, one is wise to keep “structural” issues in mind, especially as sibling rivalry 

begins to pit two children against one, or when one child attempts to form a Cross 

Generational Coalition with Mom against Dad, or with Grandpa against Mom.  The same 

thoughts are true when a child enters Kindergarten and first experiences two kids 

triangling against him or her.  

 

III.  SOME COMPONENTS OF HEALTHY SYSTEMS 

 

As parents attempt to raise emotionally and spiritually healthy children, there are a few 

core items that can make a huge difference.  In our study of “structuralism,” here are six: 

 

 A.  Appropriate Boundaries   

 

As taught earlier in this chapter, boundaries are lines of demarcation ~ lines which are 

established by some authority.  Mom says to a child, “No cookies before supper.”  Dad 

says to a teen, “If you get a speeding ticket we’ll pull your license for a month.”  Healthy 

family systems always have clear and appropriate boundaries.   

 

Scripture provides excellent examples of system principles.  In 2 Chronicles 6:36-39 we 

read about how King Solomon prayed about the issue of boundaries.  In essence he was  

saying, “God, we know Your expectations ~ You’ve made them clear in the 10 

Commandments and elsewhere.  But if we push through Your boundaries and you come 

down on us, then if we repent and obey you agian, please forgive us.” 

 

To be effective, boundaries need to be clear.  If mom doesn’t want junior to eat cookies 

before supper, she needs to say, “No cookies before supper.”  She shouldn’t say, “I’d 

hope that you might not have cookies before supper.”  That’s weak and unclear.  

Boundaries need to be clear. 

 

Boundaries also need to be reasonable.  It’s unreasonable for a dad to say to a teen, “If 

you get a speeding ticket, we’re going to pull your driver’s licence for the next 10 years.”  

Granted, each parent determines what “reasonable” means, but if boundaries get 

unreasonable they lose their ability to provide guidance. 

 

It also helps when boundaries are age-appropriate.  A five-year-old probably will have 

different boundaries than a 15-year-old.  And most parents of teens are familiar with their 

kids saying, “You’re treating me like a baby.”  As kids mature, boundaries might be re-

evaluated.  Values never change, but boundaries might. 

 

Effective boundaries always have clear and understood consequences.  E.g., “If you steal 

a cookie you’ll get a couple of hard swats on the rear, and you’ll have to eat a double 

portion of spinach.”  Kids may still test the boundary through disobedience, and when 

they do so, the consequences need to happen as surely as sun-up or the child will learn 

that boundaries (and authority) have no meaning. 
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Finally, effective boundaries need to be consistently applied.  Every time the child steals a 

cookis, they get a couple of hard swats and a double portion of spinach.  If that doesn’t 

preclude cookie eating before supper, new consequences might be introduced.  But 

whatever the boundaries may be, they need to be consistently enforced. 

 

B.  Lots of Encouragement  

 

One of the most effective behavior-shaping texts in scripture is Philippians 4:8:   

 “Fix your thoughts on what is true and honorable and right.  Think about things  

that are pure and lovely and admirable.  Think about things that are excellent and  

worthy of praise” (NLT). 

 

One principle of child-rearing that we’ll learn more about later in this course will be the 

principle of “catching your kids doing things right.”  Many families get into problems 

because they focus most of their energy on trying to fix what’s wrong rather than on 

trying to grow what’s right. 

 

An important technique of parenting involves commenting whenever you see the child 

doing something right or good, no matter how small it is.  A basic principle of psychology 

states, “The behavior which is reinforced is most likely to recur.”  Smart parents give 

their greatest efforts to noticing what their kids are doing right, and reinforcing that 

behavior.  Some parents fall into the trap of only noticing bad behavior, and then 

attempting to use power to control it.  But as we’ll learn later in this course, power has 

limits ~ the time comes when a parent loses the ability to use power to control their 

child’s behavior.  Yet encouragement is basically unlimited, and in the long run it’s more 

effective in creating cooperative behavior. 

 

 C.  Active Two-Way Communication Between All Family Members 

 

Families that get into trouble often have certain areas of communication that are 

forbidden.  “We don’t talk about dad’s drinking.”  “We don’t talk about junior’s sexual 

acting out.”   

 

Within healthy families, no conversation or subject is out of bounds.  If junior wants to 

talk about masturbation, he needs to be able to talk about it, especially with dad.  When 

there are family problems, nobody is exempt from discussing them.   

 

In healthy families also, there’s time for communication.  Nobody is allowed to have such 

a rushed life that they have no time to sit down and chat.  Whether it’s over dinner, while 

going for a family walk, or in the evening in the family room, time must be allowed for 

families to converse with one another.   

 

And when there are problems, healthy families require that everyone work at 

communicating until the issues are resolved.  Hiding out in bedrooms with headphones is 

not allowed if there are problems that need processing.  Occasional family conferences 
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may be necessary for mom and dad to set boundaries for sibling misbehavior or to 

process some family problem that has come up.   

 

D.  Value System With Clear Beliefs 

 

Healthy family systems usually hae a fairly clear understanding of their values.  Again 

citing scripture, Colossians 3:12-17 provides an excellent format for family values: 

 

“Since God chose you to be the holy people whom he loves, you must clothe  

yourselves with tenderhearted mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and 

patience.  You must make allowance for each other's faults and forgive the 

person who offends you. Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must forgive 

others.  And the most important piece of clothing you must wear is love. Love is 

what binds us all together in perfect harmony.  And let the peace that comes from 

Christ rule in your hearts. For as members of one body you are all called to live 

in peace.  And always be thankful.  Let the words of Christ, in all their richness, 

live in your hearts and make you wise. Use his words to teach and counsel each 

other.  Sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs to God with thankful hearts.  

And whatever you do or say, let it be as a representative of the Lord Jesus, all the  

while giving thanks through him to God the Father” (NLT). 

 

That’s a very clear example of a statement of values.  And again, leadership comes from 

the top.  Mom and dad define and then teach the family’s values.   

 

In healthy families, everyone plays by the same rules.  For example, dad doesn’t say, 

“This family stands for gentleness and patience,” but then goes into a screaming fit with 

mom.  The family’s values apply to all family members. 

  

 E.  Spiritual Basis  

 

Having a strong spiritual basis helps create healthy family systems.  This spiritual basis 

provides Mom and Dad with the ability to say, “It’s not our rule only; it’s God’s.  We’re 

all under the same authority.”  Matthew 6:33 says, “[God] will give you all you need 

from day to day if you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern” 

(NLT). 

 

There are other core issues around which families organize.  Some organize around 

making money.  Others organize around their kids athletic success ~ making sure theiur 

kids are best hockey players, soccer players, basketball players, piano players, vocal 

artists, etc.  Some organize around community involvement. 

 

But families are most able to provide a cohesive sense of values, connection, and stability 

if they have a strong spiritual basis.  Such a basis not only provides wisdom and guidance 

for a family ~ it can be an essential source of strength when needed by family members. 
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 F. Active Daily Expressions of Love and Affection  

 

Most people have heard someone say, “My dad never told me he loved me,” or “My mom 

never hugged me.”  Healthy family systems are free in their expressions of love and 

affirmation.  Hugs, pats, and kisses on the cheek are the norm within healthy families.  

Parents aren’t afraid to say, “I love you.”  They teach their children that family affection 

is normal and healthy.  This then gives them the ability to also teach what sort of touch or 

affection is not normal and healthy.   

 

Mom and Dad are in charge of providing for the emotional needs of their family, and 

daily expressions of affection and love are one of their primary responsibilities. 

 

 

IV. SOME COMPONENTS DYSFUNCTIONAL SYSTEMS 

 

When family systems are in trouble, there are often “symptoms” that can be seen if one 

understands them and looks for them.  Here are a few common symptoms of family 

systems in trouble. 

 

A. Triangulation 

 

As mentioned above, triangles usually come about due to some inequity of power.  

Someone who is less powerful wishes to balance the equation, and does so by attaching to 

someone else in order to achieve personal agendas.  It becomes a two-against-one 

proposition.  People can triangulate with people or with other systems (e.g., a job or a 

hobby).  As has been shown above, when one triangulates with one’s children or one’s 

parents it’s known as a Cross Generational Coalition.   

 

There are actually some terrific examples of dysfunctional triangles in the Bible.  Genesis 

27:1-40 show a clear example of a cross-generational coalition.  Genesis 27:41 

demonstrates the emotional atmosphere often seen within cross-generational coalitions.  

In 2 Samuel 11:2-5 there’s another triangle ~ this one a “love triangle.”  The result of this 

triangle is found in 2 Samuel 11:14-24, and 12:13-14.   

 

B. Emotional Cut-Off   

 

When one person terminates all relationships with another person, or with a family 

system, in the world of “structuralism” it’s called a “Cut-Off.”  In serious cases it’s seen 

when a child walks out of a family system and never calls home again.  In less serious 

cases it’s seen in “freezing a person out” or “giving the cold shoulder.”  In either case, 

Cut-Offs are dysfunctional because at best, they just create future agendas.  At worst, they 

keep people locked up in the pain and emotions of the situation from which they cut 

themselves off.  Cut-Offs also almost guarantee that the person will bring those old issues 

into subsequent relationships. 
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Scripture gives a way out.  1) If you have something against someone else, go talk to them 

about it (Matthew 5:23).  If you know someone has something against you, go talk to 

them about it (Mark 11:25).   

 

C. Negative Emphases   

 

Some parents seem to notice all the problems and failures in their spouse and kids.  When  

someone makes a mistake, it’s highlighted.  If Mom burns the beans at supper, the beans 

become the supper focus, rather than everything else that she cooked well.  If Jake brings 

home a report card with a “D” that becomes the focus of discussion rather than including 

the B’s and A’s he also got.  This family system habit often creates a sour climate in 

which people are constantly on edge and tend to blame others for their failures. 

 

D. Misuse of Power 

 

There are too many examples of power abuse to begin to cover them.  Simply stated, the 

more a person relies upon power, the greater the chance they will use it unwisely, and the 

less effective they will be as people.  While it is important for mom and dad to maintain 

their status within the Spousal Sub-System, still there are better ways of retaining that 

position than the overt and frequent use of power.  Many of these better ways will be 

presented in the remainder of this course. 

 

For the time being, recognize that the more a person uses power against their mate, the 

more their mate will create ways to diffuse it.  The more an adult uses power against a 

child, the less effective they will be as the child learns ways of resisting or overcoming 

that power.  Power should be used wisely and sparingly.  Dysfunctional systems often see 

people misusing power. 

 

E. Allowing Problems to Fester 

 

Dysfunctional systems often find people carrying grudges ~ for days, or weeks, or years.  

Within family systems it is Mom’s and Dad’s responsibility to diffuse emotional issues 

and resolve problems so that they may not fester.  And the sooner the better. 

 

V.  Summary 

 

All systems have structures.  Family systems have Moms, Dads and kids.  Corporate 

systems have presidents and vice presidents.  Academic systems have professors, adjunct 

teachers, and administrators.  Hospitals have doctors, nurses, and administrators.  

Systems have structure. 

 

When a system’s structure gets out of whack, the entire system begins to exhibit 

symptoms, usually in terms of relationships.  Some of these symptoms have been 

explored in this chapter.  Structure and symptoms are usually directly related.   

 



Healthy Family Structure 

All rights reserved, Dr. John P. Splinter, www.familylegacyinstitute.com  19 

When dysfunctional symptoms are present, it’s Mom’s and Dad’s responsibility to step in 

(structure), and address and resolve the problems (symptoms).  If Dad and Mom refuse to 

do so, then the system’s structure will change, as children step into the Spousal Sub-

system and attempt to lead. 
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